Long-term goals in the management of acute and chronic anxiety disorders.
Many anxiety disorders are not treated to remission (symptom-free state); however, this should be the minimum goal of therapy. Antidepressant therapies have shown significant beneficial effects in the management of anxiety disorders, with some variability in results in specific disorders. In social anxiety disorder, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors and venlafaxine extended release (XR) have demonstrated efficacy, with response rates varying between 40% and 68%. Monoamine oxidase inhibitors and cognitive-behavioural therapies are also effective. In patients with generalized anxiety disorder, benzodiazepines, paroxetine, and venlafaxine XR have demonstrated remission rates that are 15% to 25% higher than placebo. In patients with posttraumatic stress disorder, about 60% to 70% of patients experienced a response with antidepressant therapy, compared with about 40% on placebo, while remission rates in one study were 30% with venlafaxine, 24% with sertraline, and 20% with placebo. In patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder, a 25% to 35% improvement in symptom scores was reported in 20% to 65% of patients. In the management of panic disorder, paroxetine and venlafaxine XR doubled the percentage of patients who were panic-free, compared with placebo. Ongoing antidepressant therapy further improved remission rates, and many patients with anxiety disorders required extended treatment trials before experiencing benefit. In most clinical trials, some benefits were seen within 3 to 4 weeks but continued to accrue throughout the 3- to 6-month duration of the trial. In the acute phase, patients with anxiety disorders should be treated aggressively with antidepressants for extended periods and may require long-term therapy to maintain benefits. Cognitive-behavioural therapy is another mainstay in the treatment of all anxiety disorders; exposure to feared situations is necessary to move beyond phobic avoidance and functional impairment to full recovery, the ultimate goal of therapy.